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QRIS as a 
Systems-

Building Lever 

 

QRIS are increasingly seen as 
a cornerstone of a broader 
strategy to create a coherent 
early learning system. 

– Use QRIS as a lever to increase quality, 
resources, accountability, coherent 
governance – all 7 System Functions 

– Aligning funding streams – new and 
old – around common program 
standards 

– “Quality is a great rallying cry” 



QRIS as a 
Systems-

Building Lever 

• As a Yardstick: enables public 
and private funders to assess 
the effectiveness of their 
investments in ECE programs 

• As a QI Driver: shows states 
where gaps in quality exist 
and what types of resources 
are needed to improve quality 

• As a Tool: to align different 
ECE standards and the 
funding and professional 
development systems that 
support them 

 

Functions 

of QRIS 



Why have 
a QRIS? 

• Consumer Perspective 

 

• Provider/Program 
Perspective 

 

• Policymaker/Funder 
Perspective 



What Type of 
Systems Work  
Are You Really 

Doing? 

• CONTEXT: Improving the political context that 
surrounds a system to produce policy changes needed 
to create and sustain it. 

• COMPONENTS: Establishing high-performance 
programs and services within the system to produce 
results for children. 

• CONNECTIONS: Creating strong linkages across the 
system components that further improve results for 
children. 

• INFRASTRUCTURE: Developing the supports systems 
need to function effectively and with quality (data 
systems, cross-system governance, etc.) 

• SCALE: Ensuring a comprehensive system is available 
to as many children as possible to produce broad 
results. 
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Seven System Functions 

Early Learning 

& Development 

Child Health Family 

Support & 

Strengthening 

Thriving 

Children & 

Families 

First 5 IMPACT 

1. Build Local 

Consortia

2. Finance 

Strategically

3. Enhance & 

Align Standards

4. Recruit & 

Engage 

Stakeholders

5. Create & 

Support 

Improvement 

Strategies

6. Ensure 

Accountability

7. Outreach & 

Communication



CA-QRIS Framework  
(formerly RTT-ELC Framework) 
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QRIS 
Outcomes: 

Beyond 
School 

Readiness 

• Increasing the 
professionalization of the early 
childhood workforce 

• Systems Outcomes: alignment 
of quality standards across 
program types; encouraging 
clear linkages between PD and 
Early Learning Foundations 

• Enhancing family outcomes, 
such as strengthening parents’ 
understanding of how to 
support their child’s 
development; improved work-
family life balance 

 

What Other 
Outcomes Might 
a QRIS Support? 



QRIS Opens 
Doors to… 

– More money for QI as 
demand for help increases 
dramatically 

– Making better use of existing 
dollars – showing ROI 

– Aligning PD, early learning 
standards, governance 
structures and even higher ed 
policies to QRIS 

 

Opportunities 

Tied to QRIS 



QRIS as a 
Lever for 

Governance 
Reform 

• CA, like most states, is “a 
mess that works…except 
when it doesn’t.” 

• EC in general lacks 
Legitimacy, Authority, 
Visibility 

• Agree on what you really 
need to take quality to 
scale: is governance one 
of them, or not? 

• With common program 
standards you can do a lot 
without taking on every 
bureaucracy you’ve got 



How 
Effectively 

Have Other 
States Used 

QRIS ? 

 

• Illinois’ public-private 
juggernaut:  
– Effective collaboration 

among foundations, 
advocates 
and state government  

– MH Consultation model; 
EPSDT Summit; Infant-
Toddler set-aside;  

• Pennsylvania’s OCDEL: 
finance and governance – 
the chicken or the egg?   

 

Spotlight on 
Illinois and 

Pennsylvania 



North 
Carolina: 

Two 
Decades of 
Smart Start 

• All early learning and 
development programs 
participate in QRIS, including 
public school and Head Start 
programs 

• 68% of ALL subsidized 
children and 94% of children 
with special needs, are in 4 
and 5 star programs 

• 85% of all teachers are 
working toward an AA or BA 

• NC has highest rates of early 
screenings of all states (ABCD 
project) 

 



QRIS and 
Systems-
Building: 

Diffusion of 
Innovation 

 

 

Taking Quality 
to Scale 

Diffusing Innovation 

Chance  
Interactions 

Meetings/ 
Networking 

Technical  
Assistance 

Formal Training/ 
Mentoring 

Advocacy 

Social Networks Champions Change Agents Experts Peers 



Diversity 
and Equity 

• How inclusive are your 
planning and decision-
making processes?  Are 
all voices really being 
heard? 

• How explicitly are you 
addressing issues of race, 
language and culture? 

• Examine QRIS, PD, 
measures, definitions 

• No one has this down 
yet! 

 

QRIS can serve as a 
lever for inclusiveness 

– or not 
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